Week One: How to Make the Migration-Development Nexus Work for the Achievement of the Millennium Development Goals?

by Lindsay Bayham

In the early 1960s and 1970s, migrants were welcomed into Europe with open arms through official labor migration programs; their arrival was seen to alleviate a post-WWII labor shortage that required male workers for manual labor and construction projects. In the next 30 years, over 500,000 migrants traveled to France, Italy, Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK. Many migrants brought their families to live with them in their new homes, establishing new ethnic and religious communities within Europe. 

While managed labor migration was initially intended to help European countries' low-labor economies, scholars and policymakers in recent times have questioned how migrants have changed the economies of their home countries. We now realize that many international migrants live their lives transnationally; remaining involved with family, society, and government in both their home and host countries.
 This is true not only of migration to Europe, but across the world, whether migrants originate from or end up in North America, Asia, or the Middle East. Migrants have always communicated with friends and family if they were able to; more recent information and communication technologies have only made this transnational engagement easier.

In the past, migration's impact on development was considered almost solely in the light of “brain drain” from less-developed countries, whereby highly-skilled and educated professionals left their home countries for high-paying jobs abroad. A 2004 Lancet article, for example, claimed that African countries' health systems were “devastated” by doctors and nurses traveling to other countries.
 The article suggested that it was an international crime for developed-country hospitals to recruit health professionals from less-developed countries, and suggested that hospitals compensate developing countries' governments for the professionals they recruit.

More recently, however, the realization that migration can lead to development. Indeed, the Global Forum on Migration and Development, first held in 2007, is itself an outgrowth of the realization that there are several avenues through which migration could contribute to development:

Remittances

Many migrants send money to their home countries based on their earnings abroad. In 2008, the amount of remittances exceeded the amount of official development assistance and foreign aid combined.
 Recent technologies such as cell phone banking and mobile money transfers make remittances even easier to send, yet there is some debate as to whether remittances are used in the most pro-development way possible.

Attracting capital and foreign direct investment

Migrants, through the relationships they have with both foreigners and family members abroad, are in a unique position to steer capital funds from developed countries to investment opportunities in less-developed countries, or to invest their earnings themselves.

Knowledge sharing

Recent diaspora-mobilization initiatives have focused on the ways in which migrants might share the specialized technical knowledge or awareness of opportunities they enjoy with fellow professionals in origin countries. Some have suggested that professional migrants move to their countries of origin for three months out of each year to teach and conduct trainings, for example, or help “sister universities” in their home countries set up professional training programs.

Information sharing 

Although migrants have always communicated with each other, new information and communication technologies make communication and knowledge-sharing even easier. Migrants might share information about international education, job, or funding opportunities, about new technology that would be useful for business or communication, or about different cultures and lifestyles. Whatever information they share, it can move through individual relationships to change whole economies and cultures.

Despite a recent focus on migrants by researchers worldwide, however, there are several aspects of migration's effect on development that are poorly understood. First, most migration data are not aggregated by sex or gender, making it difficult to determine how migration affects different sectors of society. This can hide policy problems, such as the likelihood for youth to take riskier migration paths, for example. Similarly, it is unclear how migration affects certain socioeconomic groups or groups from certain locations. If those most likely to migrate are already from wealthier, better-educated and better-connected households, as some research suggests, their financial remittances can heighten existing inequalities. This raises the question of how to spread the benefits of migration (as numerous as they are) more evenly. 

One way to try to ensure that the benefits of migration are spread evenly is to promote the use of remittances and other “migration spillovers” for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The MDGs were decided upon by representatives to the Millennium Summit hosted by the United Nations in 2000, and include eight goals aimed at “making poverty history” and intended to encompass a variety of different measures of “development.” They focus on “making poverty history”, achieving universal education, moving towards gender equality, improving infant mortality and maternal health, promoting environmental sustainability, combating HIV/AIDS and other infectious diseases, and creating a global partnership for development. Together, the Goals cover a broad swath of the measures that define “development,” and affect youth and the elderly, men and women alike.

Yet remittances and knowledge-sharing are not the only ways that migration affects the MDGs. The international movement of people has direct implications on several of the Goals, such as combating environmental sustainability and the spread of HIV/AIDS. Migration may itself have negative effects on environmental stability, for example. With cheaper and more accessible flights, constant movement between locations is easier now than it was in the 1960s or 1970s, yet more movement means higher carbon emissions. Cities may also expand past capacity into agricultural land due to an influx of people seeking work. On the other hand, climate change may propel migration, as rising sea levels and droughts prompt people to seek homes and livelihoods in new places.

Similarly, migration is tied to infectious diseases. Migrants with particular STIs or infectious diseases may inadvertently spread them as they move into new locations. Yet due to this fear many governments now discriminate against potential migrants with health concerns such as HIV/AIDs. In addition, many new migrants are initially ineligible for certain health services in their host countries, leaving them open to further infection or health deterioration.

-------------------------------------------------

As the largest group of international migrants, young people are especially poised to push the migration-development nexus into working for the MDGs. Their remittances may feed into potential development projects and the knowledge they gain from migrating may be shared with many in their future careers. Youth are also most likely to be able to utilize communication networks to learn about information and opportunities – and, increasingly, to share their experiences with others.

Questions: 

1. What is the best way that migrants can contribute to their home communities, in your opinion?

2. If you are a migrant, what do you send back to friends or relatives in your host country? (e.g. goods, information, money) Why do you send it? If you are not a migrant, have you ever asked for or received anything from a friend or relative who migrated to another country?

3. What makes it difficult for you to share goods, information, etc. - the “benefits” of migration – across borders? (e.g. It's expensive to transfer money) What makes it easy? (e.g. It's cheap to call home)

4. How do we ensure that migration policies are child-, youth-, and gender-sensitive (many of the groups that are most vulnerable in home and host countries)? 

5. In your view, do you think youth migration affects the spread of HIV-AIDS? What other MDGs can you think of that are directly affected by migration?

6. What are your thoughts about creating free health services for Young Migrants Living with HIV-AIDS? Should social services, such as HIV- and STI-prevention, treatment, and counseling, be included as migrants' rights?

7. 67 countries deny the entry, stay or residence of HIV+ people because of their HIV status only. How do you think this affects Young Migrants Living with HIV-AIDS? In your view, what could be the benefits in eliminating HIV-related restrictions on entry, stay and residence for Young Migrants living with HIV-AIDS? 

8. How could young people get involved in making migration work for the achievement of the MDGs?
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